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Dedication

For Nana.

In my heart and on my mind every single day.
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Introduction & Academic Justification
The Honors College at Bowling Green State University has been one of the largest parts
of my life here at the university. Since I was a freshman just starting my journey, I have been
thinking about what I want to do for my Honors Project. I knew that I wanted to do something
creative; at first, it was crafting a collection of fictional short stories. Then, during the summer of
my sophomore year, my family asked if I could be the storyteller for the family; they wanted
their stories told, and they trusted me to do it. I saw this, telling my family’s stories, as the
perfect Honors Project. This Honors Project deals with two main questions—genre and
intergenerational trauma—with several sub questions within those two: What is the best genre to
tell my family’s story, and why? For intergenerational trauma questions, how does my family fit
into Appalachian ideals, how do their experiences compare? How does intergenerational trauma
directly affect us, what are our family’s experiences with womanhood and how do they compare
to preconceived notions of womanhood and family. Lastly, considering my own trauma as the
writer piecing this together, can academia, specifically in this case literary analysis, provide
closure or “make people feel better?”
Initially, I had to decide what story to tell. This project has morphed dozens of times
along the road to its completion. I first wanted to tell the story of my nana and her kids living at
Cherokee Lake. I planned to interview family members, but due to the nature of interviewing
family members about sensitive issues, I ran into several issues with the Institutional Review
Boards and timing for a university schedule. I eventually settled on the idea of a memoir. More
specifically, I have written an autoethnography.
An autoethnography uses several different techniques from a craft standpoint; it borrows
heavily from the memoir, so for the purposes of this project, I use “memoir” and
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“autoethnography” interchangeably, but the autoethnography is also a form of qualitative
research that uses fiction and autobiography (Poulos 5). As a student who has honed their skills
in fiction writing here at BGSU, I was faced with a new genre for this project, so much of my
research was reading memoirs like Natasha Trethewey’s Memorial Drive: A Daughter’s Memoir,
Dorothy Alison’s Bastard Out of Carolina, and K-Ming Chang’s Bestiary: A Novel. With skills
learned from my English major and the Honors College, like literary analysis and critical
thinking, these texts guided my own writing.
Because I was also interested in how my family’s matriarchal values and Appalachian
characteristics interact with the rest of the world around us, I also delved into research on women
in Appalachia. My findings showed me that our family’s dark stories are, unfortunately, very
similar to the rest of Appalachian culture. JD Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy and Dorothy Alison’s Two
or Three Things I Know For Sure feature families and struggles that hit close to home for my
family. Harkening back to 2nd wave feminism, “the personal is political,” and for my family, our
story is rife with personal politics.
As for the results of my project, I have answered almost all of them. I find the
autoethnography to be the best method for telling this story because it allows me the versatility
and freedom to use photographs, personal accounts, and other primary sources to tell my
family’s story with rich, descriptive scenes about womanhood, class, and Appalachian ideals.
Intergenerational trauma has infected our family since my nana’s adoption, and at this stage, it is
a cycle that will still need to be broken. Like Daughter in Chang’s Bestiary, I hope that myself
and my cousins will be the breakthrough generation that can put an end to the trauma.
My family’s experiences with womanhood are “salty and sweet like chips and strawberry
jam.” I am proud to have been raised in a matriarchal family, but having a lack of fathers,
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grandfathers, and uncles has resulted in society casting us out. I never understood why it
mattered that Nana didn’t have a husband; she was a badass woman that could raise five
children, and then help raise grandchildren. Now, after years studying patriarchal influences and
oppression, I understand how just our family’s existence is an offense to mainstream American
society.
The only result that remains ambiguous for me is my last question: can academia provide
closure? One of the main reasons I sought out this project is to try to understand my family after
my nana’s death. I have been mourning her for three years, and I thought that maybe this project
could make me feel some closure for her death. However, this project was often difficult for me
to write because of its emotional toll. Did I feel comforted writing this memoir? No, not
necessarily. But, did I feel accomplished and satisfied to conduct a study on my own family and
how our family fits into Appalachia? Yes, absolutely. This last question to me is maybe one that
will always have a “no, but…” answer.
This memoir is a personal story about stories from pictures, stories from family, and
stories that my own mind creates, my thoughts filling the holes like creative spackle. These
stories are fragmented, contradictory, and so overwhelmingly raw. My family’s life is so akin to
fiction that it is no wonder that I became a fiction writer. I will try to explore the truth in this
memoir, but I am discovering that truth is just so subjective. This memoir will serve as the
groundwork for a bigger, life-encompassing project. For further research, I will have to contact
more family and friends. I will also have to do a bit of traveling, especially to Kentucky and
West Virginia, to access court records like marriage, birth, and death certificates. I am my
family’s storyteller, and I intend to make them proud.
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Chapter One: Kindred Spirits

After a day of school at Ottawa Elementary, I climbed the steep, grimy steps onto Bus #1.
My bus driver Jane knew to drop me off at Nana’s. Jane was great; she’d get us all ice cream at
the end of the school year, paid for out of her own pocket. I sat on those smooth, green,
crocodile-skin seats on Bus #1 for years. Well, after I broke my tailbone in 6th grade, I had to
perch on the seats more than just sit on them, but it’s the same idea.
While other kids went home after school, I went to my second home. Nana was my safe
space. Her presence in my life shaped me into the person I am today. Her love for life and her
family, despite all of her hardships, inspire me. Her death in 2018 left an unhealable wound in
my soul; it’s like a nasty gash that bleeds every day. Most of the time, the gash just barely
trickles out the pain of mourning, but some days, the gash unleashes a flood of pain. When the
grief becomes too heavy and the gash is flooding me, I try to remember the good memories.
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She read me books when I was younger, almost every day when I came home from
school. I sat on her lap in her big recliner. I’ve never been a person who has enjoyed human
touch, but I did like sitting in Nana’s lap as a kid. We read this illustrated book with monsters. It
was a counting book, and I had to count all the monsters in each scene. Nana always kept a bag
of chips nearby, so we’d eat chips while we read. Our favorite combination, though, was salty
and sweet. She’d make us both strawberry jelly and peanut butter sandwiches and we’d chase the
sweet down with the salt of Lay’s Cheddar and Sour Cream. Usually, there were all kinds of
snacks at Nana’s, especially at Thanksgiving.
Nana’s kitchen was where magic happened. It was the
third room in the house, separated from the living room by a
quaint dining room. The dining room had the sole air conditioning
unit, a small cherrywood dining table with four chairs, a matching
cherrywood hutch, the computer desk and desktop, a bathroom to
the right, and the grandfather clock. Most importantly, the dining
room had Nana’s birds. She had parakeets of different colors;
Aunt Michelle used to breed parakeets, and Nana took some
home from time to time. The bird she always had, though, was
Cookie. Cookie was a green-cheeked conure. He talked a lot,
cussed a lot, and caused general hell, but we still loved him.
The kitchen showed off Nana’s personality best. On the tops of her cabinets, Nana
displayed her cookie jar collection. My favorite cookie jar is still the frog. Nana didn’t like
empty counters, so she filled them with Mary’s Moos. When I wandered into the kitchen after
school to grab a Little Debbie, I liked to look at the frog cookie jar and the little cow statues.

Dunn 10
Every room in Nana’s house felt like home to me. It’s been four years since I last stepped foot in
that house, but I can still remember everything like I’d been there yesterday.
I spent lots of time in the kitchen, but I spent more time sitting in the tan, microfiber
chaise lounge. The lounge was directly to the left of the front door, pressed snugly against the
radiator. I used to play with the cage on the radiator when I lay on my side; it amused me how it
bounced when I tapped on it. I was possessive of this lounge and this area by the radiator. It was
my headquarters every school day, so when my cousins came in from Kentucky and took my
spot, I burned with jealousy. I was the youngest for years, so I could usually get away with
pulling cousin Mandie off the lounge by her hair. Nana thought it was funny that a little child
could be so strong and harbor so much anger.
I had a good two hours with Nana after school before Mom would come pick me up after
her shift at the nursing home. Most of the time, though, those two hours would stretch into four
or five. Mom and Nana would talk about work, as they both worked at that nursing home—my
mom as an MDS nurse and Nana as the head chef—and sometimes, Mom would take a nap if I
was napping too. We weren’t usually in a rush to go home.
Before Mom came to pick me up, Nana and I talked for hours. I’d pick out a snack and
get comfortable on my lounge, wrapping the snowmen blanket around me. We’d put on the
newest episode of Meerkat Manor, hoping to see our favorite meerkat, Flower. Nana was the
type of person who wanted to listen to you talk about yourself and your day more than talking
about herself. I learned a lot of my active listening skills from her.
It was impossible to bore Nana. I talked about my new favorite video game, usually
something to do with zombies. Nana would sit for an hour, listening to every word I said. Her
brown eyes sparkled with love. If she didn’t understand something I told her about the video
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game, she’d ask me questions. She’d never play the video game, and probably had no real
interest in it, but because a person she loved had interest in it, so did she. I don’t think I will ever
find another person in my life who will rival her listening abilities.
Sometimes, though, Nana talked about herself. Normally, she preferred to tell funny
stories at family gatherings, as if reliving the memories with her children were more satisfying to
her than actually telling the story. As I got older, I found myself talking less. I began to struggle
with my mental health and disassociated from the world around me. Nana helped to bring me
back in, especially when she told me a story.
Nana didn’t like to talk about her past with me, but she did like to talk about her grandma
Clara. One of my favorite stories came from when Nana was pretty young. She’d been allowed
to stay with Clara for a summer. She described this big, white farmhouse to me. The farmhouse
was in the middle of nowhere. There were sunflowers reaching for the sun and crawling up the
sides of the house. Nana knew that they were one of my favorite flowers, and she said that I
reminded her of them, so she was sure to tell me about that detail.
Nana set the scene by telling me she was eating cookies dipped in milk on the porch. It
was one of the only serene stories from her childhood. The story as Nana tells it drips like honey
with pure, sweet nostalgia. It was one of the only times Nana felt safe and comfortable; she could
finally just be a kid. She was taking in the scenery, appreciating the billowing wheat fields and
how the amber grains looked against the dark blue of the summer sky. The sounds of tractors
hummed in the background, but no cars. The city was far removed, and life out here was good.
When she averted her attention from the joys of farm life, she looked down to see that a
snake had slithered up onto the porch. The snake wanted to taste the glass of milk, or submerge
itself, Nana told me she wasn’t sure. What I noticed when Nana told me this story is that the little
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snake felt safe enough to be next to Nana. There was an aura about her that people and animals
both could detect as friendly, harmless, and merciful. She dropped her cookies and scrambled to
her feet. She left the glass for the snake and scurried inside; the screen door clapped closed
behind her. Even though the snake scared her, she would rather live a lifetime of snakes there on
the farm than go home.
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Chapter Two: Truth

When I look at a picture, that trite saying, “A picture is worth a thousand words” rings
through my mind like a cheesy monologue. A picture can show many things, sure. But what if
the picture tells different things to different people? What if the picture has a story attached to it,
but that story morphs depending on who tells it and who’s listening? What authority does a
picture have in what it says—is it an object to be viewed, or is it a subject meant to direct the
conversation? Is a picture the total truth, or is what the viewer portrays the truth?
Looking at this picture of my late Nana and her adoptive mother, Gertrude, I get so many
words. I visualize words like abuse, fear, and playfulness dancing at the top of the picture. These
words fade to different words, like mystery, unfairness, and pain. The constant shuffle of
changing words represents how this picture can make me feel, and how it makes me wonder
what really happened.
The words I see and associate with this picture are different than the words I hear from
my family. The generally accepted story behind this picture is that Nana ripped her favorite
pants. Gertrude found out about the small hole and decided to rip the pants so that Nana’s right
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leg was completely exposed. Mom says the picture is sad because it shows a time that Gertrude
was trying to be playful with her daughter but was just upsetting her instead. I have a hard time
settling with this idea that Gertrude was just trying to be playful.
Back in the summer of 2016, when I was 16, Nana and I were sitting outside at Aunt
Jaiyme’s. Nana never learned how to swim and hated water, so while the rest of the family swam
in the pool, Nana and I took shelter under the tan umbrella at the glass table to protect our fair,
sunburn-prone skin. She and I were always the palest. The edges of the table were lined in metal
and it burned our forearms. We were eating cherry red popsicles. The goopy syrup cooled the
burns on our forearms from the table as the popsicles melted before we could finish eating them.
Every time Nana did her expressive laugh, she threw her head back and bared her crimsonstained teeth. Talking about it now seems like a scene from a horror movie, but Nana always
made everything so warm and comforting.
Our conversations were intermixed with sounds of splashing in the pool, spontaneous
family singing when Air Supply came on, and quips from the uncles and dads. For the most part,
Nana and I had our own private conversations. We talked about books, TV shows, my horse
showing hobbies, school, her work, and everything under the sun, like usual. Eventually, our
conversation winded down the twisting, complicated road of family.
I heard family stories my whole life. As Mom puts it, our family’s nonfiction is like other
families’ fiction. Storytelling has always been a dynamic part of our family gatherings. Telling
the same story only gets better each time we tell it. One part of our storytelling that was usually
missing, though, was Nana’s childhood. I knew that she was adopted, and she always likened our
relationship to her and her beloved Grandma Clara’s. Since Nana babysat me every day after
school for about seven years, she had as much of a role in raising me as my actual parents.
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The sun was hanging low in the sky on that summer evening when Nana and I started
talking about family. The rest of the family was crawling out of the pool, bringing the water onto
the wooden deck. Nana had been telling me about her Grandma Clara, and by the time I asked
about Nana’s parents, the rest of the family was beginning to fill in the seats at the glass table.
Nana just sighed, telling me that she would tell me about her parents when I turned 18. I wasn’t
sure if Nana was just trying to change the subject, as the rest of the family, particularly Aunt
Jaiyme, didn’t want to talk about anything upsetting. It was a family vacation, after all, and that
type of conversation could always happen at home. However, I also wasn’t sure if it really had to
do with my age, or if maybe some things are just too painful to tell, and she needed some time to
steel herself for telling me those things.
Unfortunately, Nana died three months before my 18th birthday, so I never got to hear
those stories from her perspective. I have prodded Mom to tell me some of these things. Aunt
Jaiyme and Michelle have told me some more things. Uncle Jeff doesn’t like to talk about it, and
Aunt Sheryl is as colorful of a storyteller as me, so her stories are always reaching different
stages of metamorphosis. Plainly, I know that Nana’s childhood was bad, even though she never
fully told me this.
I do know that Nana’s adult life wasn’t much better. When I knew her, she worked for a
boss that mistreated her at work. She wasn’t “allowed” to take her breaks, and even after
breaking her femur, Nana was back at work before she was fully healed. She worked her whole
life on her feet, so her arthritis was debilitating. She worked in kitchens with ice cold or burning
hot temperatures; she lost feeling in her fingertips in her 30s. Nana was such a source of sunshine
in my life, it is so painful to think of her never catching a break in her life. The misogynistic,
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classist systems in America made it so that even when Nana could finally retire, she barely made
enough money off of Social Security to survive; she went without food for days at a time.
When I see that picture of Nana and Gertrude, I piece together what I have heard to form
my own narrative. The picture was supposedly taken by Nana’s adoptive father, Harland, or
Harley. This detail isn’t particularly exciting on its own, but when considering the things I have
heard about Harley and Nana’s relationship, I think there are more undertones to this photograph
than just a mom and her daughter “being ornery.”
Harley sexually assaulted and molested my Nana. According to Mom, Nana could never
describe when it started, or what the nature of this
molestation was. Like the snake on the porch, Nana had
this unfortunate penchant for attracting dark energy. Some
trauma is just so painful and life-altering that the victim
can never find the language to explain it. Mom has told me
the story about Nana’s pet chicken. Nana was a young
child, and she had this pet chicken that she loved. She
could hold and pet the chicken like it was a puppy. Harley
made her watch him butcher the chicken, then made her eat it. All that Nana herself could tell me
about her experiences with Harley was that she hated sitting on his lap, and he always made her
do that.
This picture above fell out of Gertrude’s scrapbook. It shows Nana being held by Harley,
right on his lap. I am not sure if it was fondled too much, or if it was never taped in correctly in
the first place, but it is one of the only loose photographs in the entire album. It’s been rubbed off
in some places, which leads me to believe that it has been touched a lot.
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Nana and Harley’s faces are shrouded in shadow, but upon close examination, I note that
Nana is grimacing. She is so young here, maybe four or five, and yet she is uncomfortable sitting
in her father figure’s lap. Children do not know how to conceal emotions at that age and often
wear their feelings on their sleeves. Nana’s discomfort is the most overwhelming presence in this
photograph with Harley.
It is possible that Gertrude could have been oblivious to her husband’s treatment of their
adopted daughter. Even so, being exposed like that and having a picture taken is mortifying for
any person. To make matters worse, Nana mentioned how she always had to wear the same
clothes to school because of lack of funds. She already got made fun of for that, so to lose her
only pair of pants that she thought were nice was even more upsetting for her. Gertrude could
have tried to mend the small hole, but instead ruined them entirely.
When thinking of pictures and the words that fill our heads when we see pictures, how do
we handle pictures that have words written on them? I have heard so many words from my
family members about Gertrude and Nana and their relationship. I have already mentioned the
words that I think of when I see this picture. This third origin of words is generated, then, from
the words actually attached to the picture.
I assume that Gertrude herself wrote the captions for most of these photographs. In the
photo at the beginning of this chapter, she captions it “Ornery Mom + Donnie.” Considering the
context of “ornery,” there is a sense of playfulness in this photograph, which would explain why
Mom thought this picture could display playfulness in Gertrude. In Appalachian culture,
“ornery” is not necessarily a negative connotation. It usually means a prankster, or someone that
is a little sassy. Describing the act of ruining your child’s clothes and making them pose in front
of their abuser with their leg and underwear out as ornery, though, seems hurtful.
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If photographs can have so many different words attached to them, whether analyzed,
told, or read, then maybe it makes sense to also explain that photographs can project different
versions of the truth. To Gertrude, the truth of this photograph is that she was trying to be funny
and tease her daughter in a loving way. To Nana, this photograph was mortifying,
uncomfortable, and reminded her of a dark past. To many members of our family, we empathize
with Nana and use this photograph as evidence into Gertrude’s abusive nature. So, what is the
truth? Whose truth is the capital Truth? Our family takes sides, and while Nana was an amazing
figure in my life, there are a few members of the family that do not have my same feelings
toward her.
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Chapter Three: Roots
Perhaps one of the most important things to consider about my family’s story is where
we come from. A family’s roots are an important glimpse into that family’s life. From as young
as I could remember, Kentucky has always felt like home. When I was little, I would only visit
the state once or twice a year, but it filled me with a sense of home that northwest Ohio never
could. We visit Kentucky more frequently now. When I was growing up, we never missed
Easter. Easter in Kentucky is different
than Easter in northwest Ohio. It is
important to note that Appalachian
culture influences southern regions of
Ohio, but it does not touch where I grew
up in the northwest corner of the state.
My classmates in Ohio used to think it
was weird that our whole family went Easter dress shopping.
On Easter, we cousins (pictured) woke up to Easter baskets nearly as extravagant as
Christmas presents. While the picture of Nana sitting on Harley’s lap elicits disturbing thoughts
of sexual abuse, this picture is a juxtaposition. I am sitting on my cousin Jonathon’s lap because
he was like the big brother I never had. I was the youngest cousin and he was the oldest, but we
were best friends. Easter was one of the times of year that I could count on seeing Jonathon.
Even though I am not a religious person, Easter has stayed with me as one of my favorite
holidays. Easter feels like a homecoming.
There is something special about a northwest Ohioan visiting Kentucky during early
spring. The Buckeye State is a perpetual background of grey from December through April.
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Naked tree limbs dot this stormy backdrop. The birds that tweet us awake in the early mornings
of summer are replaced by real alarm clocks. Ohioans wake up before the sun, defrost our cars
for five minutes, and get blown away by the winter winds. Depending on the year and when
Easter falls, the winter depression of Ohio can be close to breaking, or still have weeks to go.
Traveling to Kentucky, however, there is always an explosion of life along the road. Driving that
four-hour drive down south is like driving through a gradient technicolor tunnel.
I can picture crossing the bridge into Kentucky now. Nana, with her freshly curled, bright
red hair, would be clasping her hands together. She always wore rings on every finger. I can still
hear the tinkling sounds of the metals and jewels clanking together. You could often hear Nana
before you could see her. She would be grinning her trademark grin, the kind of grin that makes
her eyes twinkle and squeeze shut. The eyes-closed-smile is something that everyone in our
family has inherited. She would’ve probably been singing Rod Stewart and George Strait songs
with Mom the whole way down, and by now, her voice would really be warmed up. She’d sing,
“the hills of home keep calling me.”
My elementary school usually could not give us Good Friday off; it was always one of
our calamity days from the inches of snow and ice we would get during the winter months. Even
if I did not have the day off from school, though, Mom would make sure that I was excused for
Good Friday. For the early years of my life and our travels to Kentucky, we would caravan with
my aunt and cousins. My mom, dad, Nana, and me would be in our red Ford Windstar, decked
out with a spoiler on the rear and TV screens on the backs of the seats. Aunt Michelle, her
husband Paul, and my cousins Lyssa and Bailey, would tag along in the caravan in their
matching tan Ford Windstar. We would drive to our Aunt Jaiyme and Uncle Randall’s house in
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Catlettsburg, Kentucky, where our duo of Ford Windstars would become a trio of Ford
Windstars; Jaiyme’s was white. Sadly, Ford Windstars have been recalled and discontinued.
Some of my favorite childhood stories come from my family’s lives in Kentucky. Mom is
the youngest of five children. She remembers working at Nana’s restaurant, the Catlettsburg
Café. The Café was one of the most transformative experiences for our family; they made a lot of
memories there. It was one of the only restaurants in Catlettsburg at the time. Nana’s only
competition was the Smashburger (to this day, our family does not eat at Smashburger
restaurants).
Before she owned the Catlettsburg Café, the Café was called Lita’s Lunch. Nana worked
there as a waitress for some time before working at a different place, Duck’s Restaurant. When
she came back to work at Lita’s, she saw that the building was vacant and she decided to start her
own business, this time as the Catlettsburg Café. Nana didn’t graduate high school, much less
business school, but she wanted to make people happy with her food.
Without proper business education or help, though, Nana employed the wrong people.
She called up her friends from Lita’s and asked if they wanted to come work at the new and
improved Catlettsburg Café. All of them agreed, but it wasn’t long before things started going
south. For one, Nana had to deal with a lot of disrespect. They were used to working together as
waitresses, but now there was this new shift in power with Nana being the boss. Maybe this
disrespect is why they started stealing from the registers, or maybe they were as desperate for
money as Nana, as she was raising four kids on her own.
When I heard about this, I felt so much anger and anguish for Nana. She was trying her
best to succeed, but the obstacles in her path were always like giant buildings. Other people get
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to jump over small hurdles, but Nana had to climb skyscrapers to make ends meet. It gives me a
sense of gratitude for the opportunities that I have in my life.
After trying to get her friends to stop stealing, Nana had no option but to fire them. In lieu
of these employees, Nana hired her kids. Mom, born into the restaurant life, likes to talk about
washing the dishes at the restaurant. She was so young that she had to use a little stool to do the
dishes just in order to reach the sink. She remembers the divine nectar of fountain Pepsis and the
ambrosial minute steaks. Some of my other aunts, though, do not have such fantastical accounts
of working at the restaurant. Aunt Michelle, the second oldest, would often sigh at the mention
of the restaurant. She had to work most of her weekends as a teenager. The Café didn’t last
forever, and for some of the siblings it was not pleasant, but one thing is for certain: they worked
as a family unit.
Six years after Nana thought she was done having kids, she met my mom’s dad at the
Café. Mom’s dad is one of the biggest questions in our family. Mom tried to get answers from
Nana her whole life, but Mom says Nana had to be in that perfect mood to tell stories, especially
about Mom’s dad. Just before Nana’s death, she told Mom to ask Doodle about him. Doodle was
Nana’s best friend. Unfortunately, Mom says that Doodle had lived a life of drinking too much
alcohol and couldn’t tell her much.
His name is reportedly Wayne Hammond—we (my entire family) aren’t sure how to
spell it—and that he was in Catlettsburg on some construction business. Nana and all her friends
from Catlettsburg dated men from this construction company that came to town for six months.
Wayne was married and made no plans to stay. I asked Mom if Nana ever mentioned whether
Wayne would’ve known about her or not. Mom and I try to piece the puzzle together, trying to
figure out why Wayne and Nana never came to be an official couple. Wayne was married, but
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we aren’t sure if Wayne left because of his wife and the fact that the construction job was
complete, because he didn’t know he would be having a child coming, or because he knew about
the child coming and wanted to leave for that reason. Mom could never find the truth on this;
Nana didn’t like to talk about it.
They didn’t stay in Kentucky too long after Mom’s birth, only about ten years. Fate
decided that our family was better off not living in Kentucky forever. When Nana moved back to
northwest Ohio in the late 80s, she faced obstacles in getting jobs. She knew that she always
wanted to be a cook, even if she couldn’t do it in her own restaurant anymore. When she applied
to work as a chef at Calvary Manor, the local nursing home in Ottawa, Ohio, they asked if she
knew how to read. Confused, Nana asked why they would think she couldn’t read. They laughed
and said, “well, we figured we’d ask since you were from Kentucky.” Nana, who had been
reading books since she was as young as she could remember, didn’t get the joke.
Nana’s kids faced similar struggles in Ohio. My mom remembers being in 5th grade when
Nana moved to Ohio. Mom had to give up all her friends in Kentucky, and to make matters
worse, the kids and even teachers at Ottawa Elementary treated her differently. Mrs. Cramer
used to make her read out loud because she thought Mom’s southern accent was entertaining. Of
course, this made Mom the target of bullies. Mom was also affected academically by the move.
In 5th grade math class in Ohio, the students were already half-way done with learning fractions.
In Kentucky, the curriculum didn’t call for learning fractions until later in the students’ academic
careers. Mom never truly got the hang of fractions, the teachers didn’t spend the time on teaching
her, and she developed a hateful relationship with math from then on. She was left behind just
because she was Appalachian.
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Kentucky is home for many of us in the family; it influences our morals, lives, and it
serves as our culture. However, many of us were not born in Kentucky, or have never actually
lived there; most of us are not grounded in Kentucky. I have never moved from my house on
South Oak Street in Ottawa, Ohio, but I have always called Kentucky home; someone once told
me that maybe it is not Kentucky that is home, though, but rather it is Nana that I call home, and
to her, Kentucky would always be her home. Kentucky feels a lot more like home to me than
Ohio ever has, but sadly, Kentucky is not without its faults. Trauma from Kentucky leeches into
my family’s lives, regardless of where we live.
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Chapter Four: Cracks in the Wall
On the bright side (or maybe not), Kentucky’s trauma could never match the trauma from
Ohio. Kentucky represented a time that unified our family; they stuck together through the
challenges of a single mother raising five kids. Ohio symbolized the dismantling of our family.
Ohio is where we have fought, splintered away, and where I realized that family is only as close
as you can make it.
For me, my early childhood years in Ohio were especially painful. Ottawa Elementary,
known by the locals as OE, was an awful seven years of my life, but third grade was one of the
worst grades. On a particularly bad day at OE, it was cold out, probably late fall. OE didn’t have
air conditioning, so with the presence of the chilly air, we could finally close the windows in the
classrooms and stop letting the wasps attack us. The building had black mold, and there were
constant spider infestations. I had just been diagnosed with poor vision. Glasses and braces were
the bane of a kid’s existence during third grade. I avoided braces because we couldn’t afford
dental appointments, but glasses were a must. The glasses might have been the first alienation
from the rest of the kids my age, but I also wrote stories in my free time and steadily gained
weight. I wasn’t doing myself any favors there. I still had my best friend, Camryn, though. We
battled for years over who was the “more gifted” or who could be best friends with Kayla, but
we stayed solid for the most part. I just watched her get married this summer.
I couldn’t tell you what I was wearing that bad, cold day in third grade other than my new
tortoiseshell glasses, but Camryn was wearing a bright neon green shirt. She had matching
Converse, but the laces were hot pink. She rotated between different neon shades throughout the
week. We were sitting in the auditorium, and because it was Grandparents’ Day, her perfectly
matched sets of grandparents sat behind us. The school decided a Power Team assembly was the
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best way to bring kids and grandparents together. This was back when the Power Team just
ripped phone books and smashed baseball bats instead of preaching, so the gymnasium was
buzzing with the excitement of kids watching giant men destroying things.
My grandparents couldn’t come. Nana was at work, and Grandma and Grandpa on my
dad’s side weren’t big into watching muscular men punch concrete. Camryn had asked me where
my grandparents were, and when I explained why they weren’t coming, she asked me what about
the grandpa on my mom’s side. I told her that I didn’t know who my Mom’s dad was. Her
grandparents behind us all shifted uncomfortably at hearing the information, as if they were
suddenly too close to a kid from a broken home.
This was one of the first times that I felt like I was different from my classmates for more
than just my appearance. The glasses and the style of low-rise jeans on my chunky figure were
one thing—I felt like those things were things that could change or be made better with time. But
how could I change the fact that I didn’t know who my grandpa was on my mom’s side? It was
not something that was “weird” or “different” at family gatherings because the fathers of my
mom’s siblings weren’t present either. If Camryn’s grandparents knew that all my cousins, not
just me, didn’t have this overarching patriarchal figure, The Grandpa with a capital G, they
probably would have fainted in that auditorium.
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School best friends are one thing, but family best friends are another category entirely. In
our family, I think this holds up especially well because it is difficult for outsiders to understand
us. For most of my early years, my cousin Bailey was one of
my favorite people in the world. When it was time for Mom to
come pick me up from Michelle’s, Bailey would hide me so
that I didn’t have to leave yet. I am also an only child, so
having a cousin two years older than me is the closest I ever
got to having a sister.
As kids, Bailey and I were attached at the hip. When
the plane hit the first tower on 9/11, we were playing with
Barbies in the bathtub. We went swimming, played on her
swing set, looked at fashion magazines, watched movies, and
chatted for hours. I never felt weird about having a less than perfect family when I was with my
favorite cousin; neither of us had that grandpa figure. We didn’t worry about things like
legitimacy or how we looked. I didn’t have to worry about gaining a few pounds or wearing
glasses.
When I was 10 and Bailey was 12, our relationship shifted dramatically. It was the first
year I wasn’t invited to her birthday party. Mom was pissed and I cried. I didn’t understand why
Bailey wouldn’t include me. We’d done everything together for 10 years. Suddenly, I felt like I
wasn’t good enough to be around her anymore. I was too young, too fat, too nerdy. Bailey was a
cheerleader, had her first boyfriend, and was well on her way to becoming the most popular girl
in school.
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Later that year, we hosted a funeral for everyone in our lives. Her mom had gone through
with the divorce after she was battered. Bailey would only see her dad a few more times before
he would disappear for good. He found a new family. They lost the house in the fancy
subdivision and moved in with his mom; at least her house was in an even fancier subdivision. I
lost pets and my grandpa. I got new glasses and went up another pant size.
We were both in mourning. It was midsummer, and as I’ve realized, the most popular
season for most of my memories. There is a creek by her grandma’s fancy house. The creek is
nestled between two shallow, grassy hills. The hills were covered in a smattering of dandelions.
They hadn’t turned fuzzy yet, they were still that vibrant yellow. We plucked the dandelions and
made our way to the creek. It was running quicker than usual today. The rocks that protruded in
the water were slick; the water looked frothy as it bubbled around the obstacles.
I let the first dandelion drift down the creek. At some point, the tears started for both of
us. Maybe we realized that our friendship could never be the same; she was her and I was me,
and we did not exist in a world where we could be best friends. Even though we share blood, we
did not share the same social status. The funeral at the creek was for things that were already
dead, but also for things that were dying.
Now, the adult in me thinks that I should acknowledge that older kids don’t always want
to hang around their younger family members. I could understand that Bailey wanted to spend
more time with her friends. However, it stung. It hurt me for years, and our friendship has never
been the same. What happens when you feel like your own blood is turning on you?
While the dissolution of my friendship with Bailey is especially heartbreaking, our
relationship is not the only one in our family to be strained. The crumbling friendship between
two cousins just mimics the decaying friendships of other family members. We can believe in
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solidarity, and we can believe that our family is tight with no cracks, but as time progresses, I see
the cracks in our family as giant fractures in a concrete wall.
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Chapter Five: Shaping and Loving and Destroying
Trauma seemed to pause in Kentucky and pick back up in
Ohio. Nana was born in Ohio, and by the age of 3, she was being
adopted by Gertrude and Harley. Her mother, Edith, had passed away
(or been murdered) in a car parked in her driveway. Edith’s obituary
is pictured here to the left. For the most part, especially on the
surface, it is a normal obituary. However, it is disturbing that the
obituary insists on describing Edith’s state of disarray; she is
described as being only “partially clad,” as well as the man in the car
with her. Of course, the obituary also mentions that Edith was
estranged from her husband. This obituary focuses on Edith’s
relationship with the man in the car and how they were both nearly
naked, and also Edith’s relationship with her husband. The obituary
does not talk about Edith’s interests or who she was a person, just
who she was as a woman.
Unfortunately, our family does not know much about Edith
either. We do not have medical records, pictures, or anything to
help us ground who she is. Her existence is an elusive mystery. The
obituary proves her existence, as well as Nana, obviously, but
without seeing her or knowing her, it is almost as if this vital
ancestor does not exist to us. None of us would be here without
Edith, but she is such a ghost that I did not even know her name or
her story until recently.
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Our family theorizes that the exhaust pipe of the car was stuffed with a sock so that the
monoxide went back into the car. Of course, this is
just a theory, but those investigating her death were
all men, and those writing the obituary were only
considered with her relationships to men. I do not
think that the investigation of her death was treated
with enough care. To make matters worse, Edith is
buried in a pauper’s grave. She is buried far away
from the rest of her family, and her epitaph says, “In memory of friends.” On an optimistic note,
when I visit her grave, it always has fresh flowers and is well taken care of. The rest of her
family’s stones do not have such care, so I guess she really is in the memory of her friends.
I saw Edith’s gravestone for the first time last year. It inspired me so much that I wrote a
poem:
Fridays with Family

Driving down the deserted path,
I stop and put my car in park.
The car’s heat has warmed my heavy heart
as much as it can. I kill the engine.
In the winter air
wet snowflakes skip and sidle, soaking
my hair. I trudge through the cemetery, stopping
only when I get to her grave.
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Dragging a digit over the half-destroyed stone,
I am surprised by the
stusk the snow makes
as it falls from the slate.
Edith, Edith, Edith, did Edith find Eden?
I lament for the great grandmother I never knew
and hope that she found peace.

No matter how Edith died, her death left Nana and her younger brother with their father,
Joseph Oglesbee. The father, bereft and embarrassed that his wife had been found dead in that
car with another man, decided he did not want to raise their children. Nana’s younger brother,
Harry-Thomas, was considered the lucky one; he was adopted by close family. Where Nana
suffered at the hands of her abusive adoptive parents, Harry-Thomas lived a life of ease and love.
There are a couple speculations about the nature of Nana’s adoption. One theory is that
Gertrude and Harley were family friends. The other theory is that at a bar, Harley gave Nana’s
birth father, Joseph, a case of beer as a trade for her. The most accepted theory, though, is that
they were family friends. Gertrude had just lost her children in a house fire, also becoming
disfigured herself because she tried to save them. Harley escaped with no injuries, as he was the
first one out of the house. Adopting Nana would be Gertrude’s second chance at being a mother.
After adopting Nana, Gertrude would go on to adopt two more kids: Bob and Steve.
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The picture to the left shows Harley, Nana, and Bob and
Steve. I am not sure which of the boys is Steve and which is Bob.
Nana had a picture of Steve in her kitchen; he passed away before I
was born, but I had always seen this picture of him and felt like I
knew him. It was right by the sink, and whenever I got a drink of
water, I would notice the sunlight streaming in from the window
illuminating Steve’s cheerful visage. He had jolly, rosy cheeks and a
head full of thick black hair. I am not sure who has the picture now, but it was always one that
filled me with comfort. He looked like a nice man, and Nana loved him a lot. I have met the
other brother, Bob a few times, but unfortunately, he has almost drunk himself to an early grave.
I think he struggled with the same trauma that Nana did. When Nana died, he received an
invitation to the funeral. He showed up a week later, walking around town and feverishly asking
where his big sister was. Mom and Aunt Michelle went to find him when they heard that he was
doing that, but they never found him.
Either way that Nana was adopted, though, her adoption was not quite what I know
adoption is like today. I am not sure how Steve and Bob were adopted, but Nana’s adoption was
shady at best. For one, the cost of adoption can be around $60,000-$70,000 if the parent is going
through a private agency. The cost of a case of beer—or even cheaper, just getting the child
through being a family friend—is vastly different than spending an entire year’s salary. Adoption
is so expensive because it has many different legal fees associated with it because of adoption’s
complex interconnection of federal and state laws. In the case of Nana’s adoption, there didn’t
seem to be much, if any, federal or state interference.
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Surely, if Nana’s adoption was handled
through the proper channels today, her birth
certificate would not have been altered. We
know that Nana was born to Edith (Caniff) and
Joseph Oglesbee. Edith’s obituary proves this,
however, it is important to note that Edith’s
obituary lists Nana as Ladonna. My family and
I aren’t sure if Nana’s real name was meant to
be Ladonna, or if the newspaper had a misprint.
Gertrude herself also told Nana that she was
adopted, so one piece of official
documentation, Edith’s obituary, is correct,
even if the name is wrong. However, as seen on
Nana’s birth certificate, this official document shows that Gertrude and Harley are listed as her
birth parents.
Gertrude and Harley manipulated Nana’s birth certificate. How is it possible that Harley
was the informant of the birth if they weren’t even there when Nana was actually born?
Unfortunately, this tampering of official documents is not something out of the ordinary for this
time period, or even within Appalachia. Even though Nana wasn’t born in Appalachia, her birth
mother was, and Nana spent most of her life in Kentucky. This constant shifting of roots
probably does not help Nana’s case; it is almost as if the government is saying “who cares about
a hillbilly, not-hillbilly, hillbilly again?” Nana was born from a hillbilly, and that seemed to be
enough to sentence her and our family to a life of disregard and disrespect.
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Nana didn’t tell me a lot of stories about Gertrude and Harley. She made that promise to
me that when I turned 18, she would tell me more. Knowing about her childhood with Gertrude
and Harley is important to me because I think it explains how my aunts, uncle, and mother were
raised, and maybe how us cousins were raised as well. I have always thought that knowing more
about her childhood would lead me to this Truth about our family and how we came to be. After
all, parenting is a vital step to shaping us. With good parenting, we can feel loved, safe, happy,
and not forced to grow up at an early age. With bad parenting, we are utterly destroyed.
Nana was raised in a time before modern mainstream therapy, medication, and
professional diagnoses of mental illnesses. Gertrude had undergone something extremely
traumatic for anyone—a housefire—but especially traumatic for a parent. She burned herself in
an attempt to save her biological children while her husband fled the house and watched from the
front yard. To my knowledge, Gertrude did not seek therapy or counseling after undergoing this
tragedy. She adopted three children, the first being Nana, shortly after the fire. Gertrude’s house
fire is the birth of not only her trauma, but the birth of our entire family’s trauma.
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To make matters worse, Gertrude martyred
herself with the housefire. In her scrapbook, she
proudly displayed this letter from the president. She
wrote this letter years after the fire. I don’t know
everything that Nana went through, but I know her
childhood was traumatic. For Gertrude to receive
this affirmation from the president, that she is a
“source of inspiration to many around [her],
especially to [her] three adopted children” would
probably make her feel like she didn’t need therapy
or medical intervention to cope with the fire.
The pictures on this page show some of Gertrude’s personality. She was not afraid to put
a picture of herself in her scrapbook post-fire, as we can see in the picture to the left. She did not
hide away from life because of her disfigurement. The picture to the
right shows Gertrude’s martyrdom. Like her pride over the letter
from the president, she liked to be photographed when she was
mourning her deceased children.
When Nana did talk about Gertrude,
she always talked about the fire. The fire
and Gertrude became synonymous. They
didn’t exist without each other. My family and I are not sure what
Gertrude was like before the fire, but after the fire, I think her physical scars cut deeper than the
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surface. Without the fire, Nana would not have been adopted by Gertrude. Without the adoption,
Nana’s innocence wouldn’t have been engulfed in the thick flames of abuse.
For most of the time, Gertrude knew who Nana was. In her scrapbook, she always called
Nana “Donnie,” “Donna,” or “Madonna.” From this, I think Gertrude only scrapbooked when
she wasn’t having a trauma-induced episode of psychosis. In real-life, though, Nana didn’t have
the luxury of interacting with Gertrude like I do. I only interact with Gertrude through pictures
and stories, mostly from her scrapbook. I did not have to endure the horrors that Nana did. The
Gertrude I know is the one who is sane at the moment.
I am not sure what caused Gertrude’s breaks in sanity. It could have just been the trauma,
or maybe something like alcohol, or perhaps mental illness unrelated to trauma. During the bad
times, Gertrude would call Nana Bonnie. Bonnie was Gertrude’s youngest daughter and closest
in age to Nana. She would sometimes forget that her children had died in the fire. She’d ask
Nana where her sister and brother were, then get mad when Nana didn’t know the answers. At
some point, Gertrude would remember the fire, and then scream. She thought that Nana was
Bonnie’s ghost.
Nana was directly affected by Gertrude’s lack of treatment for her trauma. Her irrational
anger at Nana for her not knowing where her siblings were led to several undeserved spankings.
Nana also had to cope with being seen as a ghost. She felt like she was in the wrong. She
couldn’t understand why Gertrude couldn’t see her for who she was. Nana wanted to help
resolve Gertrude’s trauma about losing her children, but that task is impossibly heavy for a child.
While Gertrude inspired fear in Nana, Harley was another kind of horror. Nana talked
about him so little with me, if ever, that I did not even know his name until I started collecting
research on my family to write this. Most of what I know about Harley comes from how my
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aunts and mom talk about him. For one, Harley sexually molested Nana. I am not sure how old
Nana was when it started, or to what extent. She didn’t like to talk about it with anyone, and I
think that even my oldest aunts don’t know exactly what happened.
Unfortunately, as Nana moved away from
Gertrude and Harley and started the rest of her life, she
could not get away from bad men. Her first husband,
Ross, was as perfect as it got for her. She carried his
leather briefcase for the rest of
her life; that briefcase (pictured
left) is currently at Aunt Michelle’s, as Ross was her dad. Ross died in an
automobile accident when Nana was a young, new mother. She was left
single, not able to drive, and the sole provider for two babies. Ross was
crystalized in her heart and mind as a perfect father and husband. Nana
was truly happy and carefree with Ross, as seen on the right. Nana didn’t
like to smile in pictures, but she looks so elated with Ross. The other
woman in the photo, Ross’ mom, was also very accepting and kind to Nana. Finally, Nana had
found a family that wouldn’t berate her or abuse her.
Nana’s relationships after Ross were a steady decline. She married a man who poisoned
their dogs, beat the dogs with sledgehammers, abused the kids, and had a penchant for screaming
terrifying profanity when he was drunk. She dated a man who made the kids live in a shed with
no running water, photographed them when they were naked, and when Nana tried to escape
him, she had to knock him out with a hair dryer; he followed them for hours that night as Nana
and her young children escaped into the woods, being chased by him wielding a scythe.
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Nana often worked all day, and when the kids didn’t have to work at Catlettsburg Café,
they were left home with abusive, alcoholic men. Nana worried about Uncle Jeff growing up to
be like these men, so she often punished him violently and severely. She would pin him upside
down against the wall and spank him. She was not as harsh with her daughters, but she and Aunt
Sheryl fought horribly. They never really got along, and even by the time of her death, their
relationship was lukewarm at best.
When Nana died, the cracks in our family suddenly seemed even larger than just two
people growing apart. A couple siblings refused to help pay for Nana’s funeral. They said that
they had traumatic childhoods and did not care to pay for their mom’s funeral. I was stunned
when my mom told me about this. I knew that Nana struggled with raising her kids sometimes,
but I also know that Nana spent her later years trying so hard to make up for where she failed.
The atmosphere at family gatherings was always warm and familial—Thanksgiving, Easter, and
Christmas always felt like the glue that would seal the cracks up just long enough so that our
entire family wouldn’t fall apart. When Nana died, the concrete wall was smashed with a
wrecking ball, and suddenly our family felt like ruined chunks of plaster on the floor.
I always thought that our blood ran deep. Even though Nana’s children did not all have
the same father, and even though we fought sometimes, I thought that we would always be there
for each other. Maybe it is just my naïveté. Maybe it is wrong to assume that effort now could
never heal the trauma inflicted years ago. What I do know is that my family has broken my heart
more than once, and from all the stories about Appalachians sticking together, like Uncle Randall
in Kentucky donating time and money for everyone he knew, I think we have forgotten our own
culture.

Dunn 40
Following her traumatic childhood, there are moments in Nana’s life that she repeats the
cycles of abuse. Intergenerational trauma leaked into our family. It stems from so many forces—
Edith’s existence being treated like an afterthought, Gertrude and Harley’s house of terrors,
Nana’s habit of falling into these abusive or neglectful traps that she learned from her adoptive
parents, how my aunts and uncle had to adapt and rise above, and how the newest generation of
us is affected by it all. I’m in this new generation, and I truly think that Nana worked really hard
to break the cycles of abuse with me, the youngest cousin. I just worry that she was too late and
did not get to know the peace of a life without overwhelming trauma.
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Chapter Six: Gutted
They’re tearing down Nana’s house. She didn’t live there for the last year of her life, but
I think it still felt like home to her. Her cookie jars were divvied up amongst my aunts and mom,
but much to my dismay, the Moo statues were dropped off at the thrift store. For months before
Nana moved to the senior living apartments, she got foreclosure warnings from the bank. As a
family, we didn’t know what to do, so we helped her move into the senior living apartments and
let the bank repossess the house. Nana’s house was sold at auction, a sheriff’s sale.
The last time I saw Nana alive, she insisted on buying my mom and me chicken dinners.
Mom and I fought a lot during my high school years, and that night was no exception. It was
cold and we had just gotten done taking care of the horses. I fiddled with the hole in my white
Aéropostale sweatpants. We always drove the Dodge Nitro to the barn, and I was thankful for its
heated seats in that moment. It helped to warm my bones from the cold tension between my mom
and me.
When Mom dropped me off at the door to the apartment complex to pick up Nana’s
credit card, I don’t know if I even said anything to her. I know she asked me if we could stay and
eat, but I just shrugged. I went out and got back in the navy SUV, still feeling the chill from
Mom. We drove over to Tony’s restaurant and picked up the Styrofoam containers of fried
chicken. They smelled greasy and rich, perfect for fried chicken. Mom drove us back over to
Nana’s. Mom told me to go run Nana’s food to her. We wouldn’t be eating with her tonight.
The Styrofoam squeaked between my fingers as I carried Nana’s box of chicken to her
room. She frowned at me from her perch on her recliner chair. She asked where Mom was, and I
told her we would be eating at our house. I was just there to drop off Nana’s credit card and her
dinner. She just wanted a night with us to enjoy dinner, and we couldn’t even give her that. Nana
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died with $15 in her bank account. When she died, we saw that one of her last purchases was $20
for our chicken dinners.
Mom and I have a hard time processing this. The day after Nana was found deceased, I
tried to get up in the morning and do my makeup to go to school. It was my senior year, and it
was almost over; I wanted to enjoy the days that I could, as I had already missed a significant
amount of school for horse shows. I remember cursing at myself, wondering why in the hell I
couldn’t stop crying long enough so that I could put my waterproof eyeliner on. I heard Mom’s
voice from her bedroom, and she told me that there was no way I was going to school that day.
Nana died April 19, 2018. It is now November 2021, and there has not been a day since
then that I have not cried about losing her. Her funeral was the worst outburst of emotion that I
have ever experienced in my life. I am not a person who likes to express themselves, especially
in public. I had been able to hold myself together for the majority of that day.
It was cloudy, just like it always is during that Easter time of year in northwest Ohio. I
spent a lot of the day performing for the people who came to the visitation. I smiled, laughed,
and my cousin Lyssa and I were even hysterically joking about something at some point. I had
done a full face of makeup, styled my hair, and treated the occasion like any other reception. I
thought that in public, I was invincible to the pain that plagued me in private.
When we all sat down for the service, I felt my eyes twitching and my throat closing. My
chest burned, and I knew that I would have to fight like hell to keep it together. I had lasted for
40 minutes of the hour-long ceremony. I was almost out of the woods, but then my cousin started
giving her eulogy. I quickly became the loudest person in the room as these strangling sobs
wracked my body. I sounded like a wounded animal, and I didn’t feel like I even belonged in my
own body.
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Nana passed away right before I graduated high school. I always wondered if I would
actually graduate—not because of my grades, but because I suffered from mental illnesses and
suicidal thoughts from ages 10-17. Nana was one of the only people I could truly talk to about
these things; she always said she understood. I attribute a lot of my high school graduation to
her. She knew how to make me feel like my presence in this world mattered. Now, I am getting
ready to graduate college. I am jealous of my other cousins, as she got to see most of them
graduate. Nana will never see me graduate, and I feel like she worked so hard to get me here.
Since her passing, our family has not crumpled completely like I thought it would. A few
of us have campaigned harder than ever to have family vacations and to see each other. Just last
year, we visited the Shipshewana Flea Market (one of Nana’s favorite things in the world) a
record three times over the summer. I think Nana would be so tickled and proud that our family
is trying to stick together.
Other times, though, our family starts to feel fractured again. The complex ribcage of our
interconnections in our family often feels like a living, breathing thing that has good days and
bad days. No longer are we centered in northwest Ohio and Kentucky. Instead, many of us have
made the move south to Florida. I am one of the only family members who does not plan to
move there. I worry that our Appalachian values will continue to dissolve, and I wonder if these
years following Nana’s death are just a briefly pleasant aftermath that will only be the harbinger
to our total, inevitable dissolution.
Something that I still grieve is wondering if Nana ever found peace or love. She lived the
hardest life out of anyone I’ve ever known. She never caught a break, not even when she was
retired and supposed to be enjoying her golden years. We found out that she often went without
food, she felt lonely after I stopped coming over every day after school, and she could never live
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with her boyfriend because his kids didn’t want them to get married, fearing that she would get
his money.
I am sorry to report that this memoir does not end on a happy note. I have woven so much
of my soul into the words on the page that I can’t conceal my heartbreak. If I have learned one
thing from Nana’s death, it is that I can express emotions. I am capable of feeling, whether those
feelings be negative or positive. I am not sure if I will ever find the Truth about our family and
our identities, or even about myself. I am afraid I will never know if Nana died knowing she was
loved and that everything she had done was worth it in my eyes, that she had redeemed herself. I
do not think that there will ever be a day that my grief does not weigh on me like a boulder, but
sometimes, when I’m laughing with my cousins at the swimming pool in summer or taking
Nana’s place at the family card table, the boulder feels like it’s a couple ounces lighter.
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Appendix A: Honors Project Proposal
My late nana, Donna Stewart, has left such a strong impression in my life; her willpower,
resiliency, optimism, and empathy has colored my own life, becoming staples of my personality.
After the school day, for nine years, the bus would drop me off at her house. I would spend two
to three hours with her every weekday, until my mom got off work. My nana and I developed an
extremely close bond. She played a large part in raising me. At family gatherings, our names
were often coupled together. It was common to hear “Hannah and Nana,” and rare for either of
our names to be used on their own. When I struggled with my mental illness, I had strained
relationships with almost everyone around me, excluding my nana. I felt like no one else could
understand me or connect with me the way that she did while I suffered from the worst period of
my mental illness. I feared that I would not be able to graduate high school; not because of
grades, but because I had a strong desire to end my life. My nana was one of the only things that
managed to bring me comfort and happiness, and today, as a self-proclaimed transformed
optimist, I am grateful that I was able to heal from the worst of my mental illness and enjoy
living life every single day. Unfortunately, my nana did not get to see all her hard work pay off
and watch me graduate high school, as she died a month before my graduation, but I know that
she is proud of me now.
Now, as a coming senior at university, I am getting ready to wrap up my academic career.
Academics, the pursuit of knowledge, and self-improvement have been important to me for my
entire life. To combine my love for academics with the love for my nana is really a no-brainer
for me. For my Honors Project, the capstone project for my culmination of my time at Bowling
Green State University (BGSU), I will be writing in honor of my nana. I will be combining
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genres, writing a story that is creative non-fiction and memoir all in one—an autoethnography.
This project will be an intimate look into my family, my academic research, and myself.
As I write this project, I am mostly concerned with two research questions: To what
extent has intergenerational trauma affected my family, and what outside sources have
contributed to this trauma? And also, how should our family’s story be told? I will conduct more
research on issues of identity over the summer. A few other questions that I will be answering
will be questions like: Are there unique experiences afforded to Appalachian women that can
worsen trauma? What kind of conditions do Appalachian women have to endure? To what extent
does classism and sexism affect Appalachia? Answering these questions will not only be
important to me on a personal level, but also on an academic level. Conducting research on these
issues will prove to be a rigorous testament to the skills that I have gained through my time at
BGSU: I will employ critical thinking, synthesizing sources, and entering the scholarly
conversation with insightful, evidence-backed thoughts.
Originally, I planned on interviewing members of my family (my three aunts, uncle, and
mom) to write a short creative non-fiction piece about a time in their lives that was especially
challenging. They lived at a campground in Kentucky in horrible conditions and were abused by
my nana’s boyfriend at the time. When my nana felt like she could finally break free from the
abusive situation, she knocked her boyfriend out with a hair dryer and took her young children
and fled. He came searching for them through the woods in the middle of the night with a scythe.
Thankfully, my nana and her children escaped unharmed.
While I think this story is compelling and deals with issues of abuse and misogyny in
Appalachia, I ran into several issues with trying to coordinate a plan in time to receive HSRB
approval from BGSU to move forward with my project. Given these roadblocks, my advisor
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Julie Haught and I planned a different approach for my Honors Project to maintain the time
frame for completion. Now, instead of interviewing, I will take a close look at primary
documents within our family, like photographs from scrap books, letters, and newspaper articles.
There are other primary, official documents that I hope to track down over the summer, such as
courthouse records in Kentucky for birth and death certificates, marriage records, and adoption
records. Analyzing official documents, and in the case of our family, the mistakes within them,
affects our understanding of identity.
For my Honors Project, I will be developing the groundwork for a book-length project. I
will focus on drafting a very brief overview and history of my family. I think that in order to
understand the dark things that have happened in our family, it is important to first understand
the people involved. The Honors Project will serve as a foreword in the project that I hope to
work on for years to come. At this first stage of the book writing process, focusing on issues of
intergenerational trauma, classism, and sexism will help serve as the framework upon which the
larger story will be written.
My project will be organized in different chapters for each focus. Each chapter will focus
on different struggles that our family has gone through, like trying to become integrated into
northwest Ohio life from Appalachian life. Throughout these chapters, I will examine how these
narrative stories can be analyzed from an academic perspective. I will use sources like journals
and essays to corroborate my thoughts on the issues that these stories raise through making
commentary. A large part of my research has been reading about intergenerational trauma. I have
also conducted research on classism and sexism in Appalachia. Additionally, I will read into how
trauma or mistreatment can affect identity, as well issues of identity with adoptive parents,
unknown parents, and identity in general.
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Also importantly, in memoir fashion, I will tie my own connection with the lives of the
women in my family throughout the chapters. I was not planning on incorporating myself in this
project, but after reading Natasha Trethewey’s Memorial Drive: A Daughter’s Memoir, I realized
that I just had too many unresolved thoughts and feelings to stay out of it. Trethewey’s book is
mostly about the leading up to Trethewey’s mother’s murder, but Trethewey uses a narrative
style that will be helpful to me in my project. She goes between narrating the scenes unfolding in
the past, to narrating her own thoughts and emotions in the present day. This gives Trethewey an
opportunity to provide her own commentary as a child experiencing scenes in the past, as well as
showing how she reflects on the events now as an adult. I hope that including myself in my
project will help give me some closure and healing on some stubborn wounds.
I expect to arrive at conclusions that allude to the power of intergenerational trauma and
how it can impact a family severely. Intergenerational trauma will likely be worsened by outside
forces, like living in an area that does not value women’s lives or economically poor lives.
However, staying true to the promise I made to myself to be more optimistic like my nana, I am
also curious to see if there are other things that generations can pass on, like an idea of an
intergenerational happiness. For research over the summer, I hope to travel to Kentucky to gather
some photography and knowledge of the areas that my family lived. I will also keep researching
Appalachia, abuse, and trauma.
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Appendix B: Annotated Bibliography
Allison, Dorothy. “A Question of Class.” The Institution of Education, 2003, pp. 141-146.
In this essay, Allison talks about being “othered” by people around her. She explains how
her family was the them in the “don’t talk to them.” So, even before Allison knew what it
was to be different or why she was seen as different, the people around her made sure that
she knew she was not like them. Allison points out how she was born poor and queer into
a world that hates the poor and queer. She brushes on the stereotypes of being poor and
how her family was seen as the “bad poor.” Allison also points out how people begin to
believe that they can only achieve prosperity if someone else is suffering beneath them.
This essay will be especially useful in considering class within my family. Growing up,
my mom struggled with self-worth due to how she and her family were treated for being
poor. Allison’s essay explains why people feel superior over others and why poor people
are so loathed in American society.
Allison, Dorothy. Bastard Out of Carolina. Dutton, 1992. eBook.
This book features a fictional family in Appalachia through the eyes of the young female
narrator, Bone. Bone experiences some typical things for Appalachian children, like
playing with large groups of kids outside all day, having a close relationship with her
porch-sitting relatives, and maybe causing a little mischief. Unfortunately, however,
Bone also deals with sexual abuse and trauma from her stepdad. This book captures
intergenerational trauma, as Bone’s mother has trauma from experiencing loss and grief
at a young age, consequently affecting Bone and her sister. There is a cycle of abuse and
trauma that reverberates through the whole family. This will guide my research because
this book is similar to my own family’s dynamics in some ways. This book will help me
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figure out how to sketch out members of my family as characters in a creative non-fiction
piece.
Allison, Dorothy. Two or Three Things I Know for Sure. Penguin Books, 1996. eBook.
While similar to Bastard, this book is a non-fiction depiction of Dorothy Allison’s life
growing up. It talks about how Dorothy believed she had to protect herself from her
abusive stepdad, as no one else in the family would. This is different from Bone, because
at least Bone had her uncles and grandma to protect her. This difference is intentional, as
Allison explains that she wishes she could have been like Bone with a family like Bone’s.
This book will be helpful to me in a similar way to Bastard, as they are similar. This
book will serve as the non-fiction counterpart to Bastard that takes a closer look at the
author herself.
Bush, George H.W. Letter to Gertrude Moore. 11 Sep. 1989. Personal collection of Donna
Stewart.
After Gertrude’s fire accident, she received a letter from President George H.W. Bush.
The letter commends Gertrude for her survival and for the care that she takes of her
adoptive children. This letter helps me understand the gravity of the situation in that
Gertrude received a letter from the President over the accident. It also proves that her
children (Donna, Steve, and Bob) are adopted, even though Donna’s birth certificate
states that Gertrude is her mother.
Birth certificate for Madonna Sue Moore, Birth No. 134-A-56059 (1949), Ohio Department of
Health – Division of Vital Statistics, McComb.
This is the birth certificate for Donna Moore. I know her as Donna Stewart, her surname
changed after her marriage. However, other sources point to her maiden name being
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Donna Oglesbee. There are also instances of her being called “Ladonna,” or “Madonna.”
This birth certificate shows that Gertrude Moore is her birth mother, and that Harley
Moore was the informant of the birth. This is proven to be false in other documents, yet
the official document has these errors. The mistakes on the birth certificate show the
struggle for identity in professional, governmental form.
Chang, K-Ming. Bestiary: A Novel. Penguin Random House, 2020.
K-Ming Chang’s debut novel Bestiary eloquently crafts intergenerational trauma. The
book is mostly told from Daughter’s point of view, which reminds me of my own point
of view while writing my Honors Project. Daughter tries to understand her relationship
with her mother and her grandmother, and how she can break the cycles of abuse that she
has seen from her mother and grandmother.
DeAngelis, Tori. “The legacy of trauma.” American Psychological Association, 2019.
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2019/02/legacy-trauma
This article talks about intergenerational trauma. The article describes multiple clinical
trials and testimonies from professional psychologists. In the Ukraine, children were seen
to struggle with the same things that their parents struggled with as a result of poverty:
food hoarding, overeating, lack of trust for people, and others. This article will be helpful
for my project because the bulk of my project deals with intergenerational trauma within
my family. This article will provide scientific backing and proof to the struggles that my
family has endured and how the consequential feelings of those struggles bleeds into the
next generation.
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Dunn, Hannah. “Ross’ Suitcase.” 2020. Photograph.
This photograph is of Nana’s first husband, Ross’, suitcase. She loved him a lot and I
think a lot of her relationships failed because they could not compare to him. She kept his
suitcase even after his death, and the suitcase is still at my aunt’s house.
Dunn, Heather. “Cousins.” Circa 2003. Photograph.
This photograph shows the cousins in our Easter dress. It functions as a way to show the
importance of the holiday to us; it was important enough to warrant getting the kids all
dressed up and taking a professional photograph. It also shows the closeness that I have
with my cousin, Jonathon, as I am sitting on his lap. This photograph will provide a
contrast to the photograph of Nana sitting in her abusive adoptive father’s lap.
Dunn, Heather. “Edith Oglesbee Gravestone.” 2020. Photograph.
This photograph shows Edith Oglesbee’s gravestone. This gravestone is important to
include in my project because it is Nana’s birth mother’s stone. It also depicts an
interesting epitaph that shows the strained relationship between Edith and her biological
family.
Dunn, Heather. “Hannah and Bailey Halloween.” Circa 2004. Photograph.
In this photograph, my cousin Bailey and I are shown dancing together in Halloween
costumes. This photograph is important because it shows the whimsical nature of young
cousins’ friendship.
Dunn, Heather. “Hannah and Nana.” Circa 2000. Photograph.
This photograph shows Nana holding me as a baby. Nana is smiling and I am peacefully
sleeping. I think it shows our strong, natural connection. We were best friends before I
could even speak.
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Dunn, Heather. “Hannah Thanksgiving at Nana’s.” 2001. Photograph.
In this photograph, I am a one-year-old baby eating in Nana’s living room. I think it
describes my family’s love for food and holidays, which is important to my project in
showing how we are a cohesive family, or at least used to be.
Hampton, Leah. “Lost in a (Mis)Gendered Appalachia.” Guernica Magazine, 2020.
https://www.guernicamag.com/lost-in-a-misgendered-appalachia/
This article explains how the heart of Appalachia can be seen in its female artists.
Unfortunately, many of these artists are unknown. Hampton points out how Appalachia
has been imagined as a mostly male-dominated region. She credits this largely to Davy
Crockett and the stereotypes that stem from him. When women are imagined in
Appalachia, they are often stereotypically unintelligent, unattractive, or post-menopausal.
This article will help me make a connection between the misogyny in Appalachia with
artists and the misogyny that my family experienced. I think the errors on government
documents is a form of misogyny toward my nana in particular; they could not even be
bothered to make sure that her birth certificate was correct?
Hillbilly Elegy. Directed by Ron Howard, performances by Amy Adams, Glenn Close, Haley
Bennett, and Gabriel Basso, Imagine Entertainment, 2020.
This movie is the screen adaptation of J.D. Vance’s book Hillbilly Elegy. The movie
shows J.D. transitioning through life in Ohio with his mom, sister, and grandma. His
mom struggles with her own trauma from her own mother, substance abuse, and picking
bad men. This consequently affects J.D. and his sister. This movie is another good
example of intergenerational trauma, showing how parents can deeply affect their
children. This movie will help me take a closer look at intergenerational trauma. I also
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personally resonate with some of J.D.’s sentiments, like how he has grown up in Ohio,
but Kentucky has always felt like home.
Laymon, Kiese, et al. “The Art of the Memoir.” Aspen Ideas Festival, 2019.
https://www.aspenideas.org/sessions/the-art-of-thememoir?utm_source=google&utm_medium=adgrant&utm_campaign=Arts&utm_term=h
ow%20to%20write%20a%20memoir&gclid=CjwKCAjwjuqDBhAGEiwAdX2cj0mPH_Os9fQg23WM9hfM-xP_2EIb8-O3dsUHOQlPYIMbNAib1NPrRoCyRkQAvD_BwE
On this website, there are several different voice recordings of established poets and
writers explaining the benefits to writing a memoir, how to write a memoir, and other
general advice. The writers emphasize the power of a memoir being able to bring the
author closure and clarity to their topic. Memoirists are also encouraged to listen to other
people’s versions of the story with an open mind; the memoirist should be mostly
concerned with finding the truth. This website will be a priceless resource for me when I
begin to write my project. I will be able to reference back to this site to figure out the
Do’s and Don’ts of memoir.
Lima News Bureau. “Monoxide Fumes Kill Putnam-co Pair Wednesday.” The Lima News, vol.
67, no. 349, 1951, p. 1.
This newspaper article is the obituary for Edith Combs Oglesbee, Donna’s biological
mother. She was found in a parked car that was still running with her supposed lover,
Thomas J. Stoephel. The coroner rules their cause of death as carbon monoxide poisoning
and suspects that there was no foul play. Additionally, the obituary notes that both parties
were “partially clad” and that Edith was proven “to be estranged from her husband
Joseph Oglesbee.” The article also mentions that Edith is survived by her child Ladonna
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Sue, but does not mention her other child, Harry Thomas Oglesbee. This article will be
useful for me to continue to analyze the way that my family has been treated by
governmental officials: birth certificates are false, names are misspelled, and the author
of this article thought it was appropriate to mention Edith’s state of undress and her
relationship to the deceased man and her husband.
Massek, Sue. “Herstory of Appalachia: Three Centuries of Oppression and Resistance.”
Appalachian Journal, vol. 42, no. 3/4, Spring/Summer2015 2015, pp. 284–295.
EBSCOhost,
search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=lfh&AN=112352469&site=ehostlive&scope=site.
This article talks about the misogyny that Appalachian women suffer. The author
includes songs from women as a way to show how Appalachia changed through the
years. One example is how a woman suffering from tuberculosis felt forced to have
children with her husband, even though she was suffering from the disease. When
Appalachia became industrialized, women faced abuse in the public and private spheres.
The author explains how people who are oppressed are at risk for oppressing those that
are weaker than them, creating a cycle of abuse and oppression. This article will be
crucial in my project, as it helps me paint the setting of Appalachia. It shows examples of
women’s true feelings about their situations through their songs and poems.
Moore, Gertrude. “Gertrude after the fire.” Year unknown. Photograph.
In this photograph, Gertrude is sitting in front of a camera and having her picture taken.
The title explains that she is burned, but the burns are not that evident. Project advisor
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suggested getting this photo enhanced in the future, so it is clearer. This photo shows how
Gertrude did not hide and continued to live her life even after being burned.
Moore, Gertrude. “Gertrude praying.” Year unknown. Photograph.
This photograph shows Gertrude crouched down at her biological children’s gravesites.
She lost these children in the fire. I think it is telling that she wanted herself to be
photographed while praying for them, especially because the pose is an angelic one. I
think it shows martyrdom.
Moore, Gertrude. “Harley + Donnie.” Circa 1953. Photograph.
This photograph shows Harley holding Donna as a young child on his lap. His hand is on
her bare leg, wrapped firmly just below the knee. In this photograph analysis, Harley’s
eyes are shielded by his hat, casting an almost sinister shadow on the upper portion of his
face. Once again, Donna’s face shows how uncomfortable she is. This photograph will be
key in showing the uncomfortable relationship between Donna and her stepdad Harley.
Moore, Gertrude. “The Kids and Harley.” Circa 1960. Photograph.
In this photograph, Nana is sitting on the edge of the couch with her beloved dog, Peanut,
and her two brothers and Harley. This photograph provides context and visuals for
Nana’s adopted brothers.
Moore, Harland. “Ornery mom + Donnie.” 1957. Photograph.
This photograph shows Gertrude and Donna together. The story behind the picture is that
Donna’s pants had a small hole in them, so Gertrude grabbed the hole and ripped the
pants all the way up to Donna’s underwear. The photograph appears to be taken in public,
and Donna is shown in her underwear. She is crying and Gertrude is smiling and possibly
laughing. This photograph shows the relationship between Gertrude and Donna. Instead
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of helping her daughter conceal the hole in her pants, Gertrude simply makes the hole
much bigger and exposes her child. This photograph will help inform my project on the
relationship between Gertrude and Donna and how Gertrude acted as a mother.
Poulos, Christopher. “Essentials of Autoethnography.” American Psychology Association, 2021,
https://www.apa.org/pubs/books/essentials-autoethnography-sample-chapter.pdf
Stewart, Donna. “With Ross’ Family.” Circa 1969. Photograph.
This photograph shows Nana with her husband Ross, their first child Sheryl, and Ross’
mother. This photograph shows how glowing Nana was to have this happy family after
having such a horrible childhood with Gertrude and Harley. I think this image is slightly
haunting because it shows how Nana’s happiness and peace was so temporary.
Trethewey, Natasha. Memorial Drive: A Daughter’s Memoir. Harper Collins, 2020. eBook.
This book is a memoir about Natasha Trethewey’s mother’s murder. The book goes back
and forth between present-day Trethewey reflecting, and the past-day scenes unfolding.
Trethewey is objective in her retelling of an extremely intimate and painful story. Her
distance from the man who murdered her mother, and lack of anger, serves as a good
model for me when writing about personal stories and real people. Trethewey’s narrative
style is also something that I want to emulate in my project; I did not realize how much
healing and coming-to-terms that I still have to do over my nana’s death, so following
Trethewey’s narrative reflection model will probably be a good choice for my project.
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Appendix C: Timeline of Completion
Summer 2021:
▪

Travel to Kentucky
o Take photographs
o Research the area

▪

Continue to find scholarly sources for trauma/abuse, identity, class and gender in
Appalachia

August 2021:
▪

First week of class: Touch base with advisors, present any new findings or share if the
project has morphed, plan to develop a schedule for the oral defense component of the
project

September 2021:
▪

Week three (5-11): Finalize story/chapter ideas for each character sketch with advisors
o Sep 15: Begin first chapter
o Sep 17: Begin second chapter
o Sep 20: Revise/complete first chapter
o Sep 22: Revise/complete second chapter

▪

Week six (26-2): Submit drafts by Oct 2 to advisors

October 2021:
▪

Week seven and eight (3-9, 10-16): Begin middle chapters
o Oct 5: Begin third chapter
o Oct 8: Begin fourth chapter
o Oct 12: Complete/revise third chapter
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o Oct 15: Complete/revise fourth chapter
▪

Week nine (17-23): Submit drafts by Oct 23 to advisors

November 2021:
▪

Week ten and eleven (24-30, 31-6): Begin final chapters
o Oct 26: Begin fifth chapter
o Oct 29: Begin sixth chapter
o Nov 2: Complete/revise fifth chapter
o Nov 5: Complete/revise sixth chapter

▪

Week twelve (7-13): Submit drafts by Nov 13 to advisors

▪

Week thirteen (14-20): Revise chapters with feedback
o Nov 15: Revise Chapters 1 and 2
o Nov 16: Revise Chapters 3 and 4
o Nov 17: Revise Chapters 5 and 6

▪

Week fourteen (21-27): Submit final draft for revision polishing by Nov 27 to advisors

December 2021:
▪

Week fifteen (28-4): Revise and polish all sections throughout the week
o Get a plan for oral defense component
o Write oral defense component’s presentation slides

▪

Week sixteen (5-15): Submit final project to advisors and Honors College by Dec 15 at
5:00PM

